One of the most difficult aspects of agent design is to define specific tasks that are both feasible using current technology, and are truly useful to the everyday user. Furthermore, it became clear during the testing of our initial protm type that users have little patience when it comes to interacting with software agents. We therefore paid special attention to the Ul aspects of our system. In particular, whenever possible, we opted for graphically oriented interfaces over pure text-based interfaces.
In addition, reliability and error handling is crucial in all parts of a software agent system. The real world is unpredictable: messages between agents may be lost or delayed, peapie may respond inappropriately rounding the scheduling of a visitor to our laboratory. We designed and implemented a set of software agents to handle this task. We deliberately made no commitment in advance to a particular agent architecture.
We then tested the system with ordinary users, providing feedback that led to many improvements in the design of the agents and the human/ agent interfaces, as well as to the development of a general and flexible framework for agent interaction.
The key feature of the framework is the use of personalized agents called "userbots" that mediate communication between users and task-specific agents.
We believe the bottom-up approach is crucial in identifying the necessary properties of a successful agent platform. Our initial experiments have already led us to formulate some key properties. Examples include the separation of task-specific agents from user-centered agents, the need to handle issues of security and privacy, and as mentioned earlier, the need for good human interfaces and high reliability.
TaSkbOts and Userbots
Selecting an appropriate task for software agents to perform is itself a challenge. Agents must provide solutions to real problems that are important to real users. The whole ralson d'itre for software agents is lost if they are restricted to handling toy examples. On the other hand, more complex
